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Troublesome backup tape unit 
mars snazzy Compaq Deskpro 


The Compaq Deskpro 286 is one 
of the snazziest personal comput¬ 
ers around. 

For business users, it provides 
some attractive features that are 
missing on equivalent IBM com¬ 
puters. And it’s completely IBM 
PC-compatible — it runs all the 
software designed for IBM ma¬ 
chines, so you don’t 
have to worry about 
purchasing a program 
that might not work 
with the machine. 

Furthermore, it’s 
“hardware compati¬ 
ble” with IBM PCs, 
which means you can 
use any of the popular 
PC-compatible periph¬ 
erals or expansion 
cards with the Compaq 
computer just as if it were an IBM 
model. 

But watch out. In testing the ma¬ 
chine and using it for my normal 
business needs for several months, 
I discovered some drawbacks that 
prevent it from receiving a whole¬ 
hearted recommendation. 

Before discussing the draw¬ 
backs, here are some of the factors 
that make the Compaq Deskpro 
286 one of the best personal com¬ 
puters on the market today: 

✓ For roughly the same cost as 
the IBM PC-AT, one of the high- 
end models in IBM’s PC family of 
products, the Compaq machine 
provides faster processing speed, a 
larger-capacity hard disk — 30 me¬ 
gabytes vs. 20 megabytes — an in¬ 
ternal backup tape system, better 
documentation and a more luxuri¬ 
ous “feel.” 

✓ A 12-inch, amber-colored 
screen that’s a joy to use. Every¬ 
one raves about how “easy on the 
eyes” it is — especially for extend¬ 
ed use. The standard green-colored 
IBM PC screen is so good that it’s 
hard to beat, but this Compaq 
screen has succeeded. 

is The Deskpro 286 is supported 
and serviced by many of the same 
computer retailers who carry the 
IBM PC line — and it frequently 
wins when compared head-to-head 
with IBM machines. 

✓ Compaq computers are safe 
buys. The company has been tre¬ 
mendously successful and is one of 



same software, has more attrac¬ 
tive features, and costs slightly 
less. 

However, I found that the re¬ 
nowned reliability of Compaq’s 
computers was not demonstrated 
by one specific component. 

A key selling feature of the 
Deskpro 286 — but the one that 
gave me the most trou¬ 
ble — was the built-in 
backup tape drive. 

If you have a person¬ 
al computer with a 
hard disk, it is absolute¬ 
ly vital to back up your 
data on a regular basis. 
The disks tend to mal¬ 
function at the worst 
times, and inexperi¬ 
enced and experienced 
operators alike are 
prone to inadvertently erasihg im¬ 
portant files while trying to do 
other operations — it’s a fact of 
life. The only solution is to do regu¬ 
lar backups on floppy disks or tape, 
so a second copy is available if you 
need it 

The larger your hard disk, the 
more vital the backup function be¬ 
comes. With the Deskpro 286, an in¬ 
ternal tape-cartridge system is 
built right into the personal com¬ 
puter itself. It uses cartridges 
about the same size as audio tape 
cassettes, normal wider-tape car¬ 
tridges. 

Here are the drawbacks I dis¬ 
covered with the Compaq tape 
unit: 

\s Limited capacity. Each car¬ 
tridge can only hold 10 megabytes 
of data, even though the comput¬ 
er’s internal hard disk holds 30 me¬ 
gabytes. Since computers with 
large capacity disks are normally 
used for applications with large 
files — like data bases over 10 me¬ 
gabytes in size — it was impossible 
to start a backup and then forget 
about it. Switching tape cartridges 
was always necessary. 

i/' Too time-consuming. The 
tape unit normally takes about 15 
minutes per cartridge, and then 
two or three more minutes to do a 
verification. If a verification error 
occurs, as frequently happened 
with our unit, it aborted the 
backup. It’s then necessary to start 
over again 
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all the companies making “PC- 
clones.” 

Unlike some large computer 
firms such as NCR, Sperry and 
others that appear to be dabbling, 
without much success, in the low- 
end computer marketplace, Com¬ 
paq’s entire thrust is in this area. It 
sells more PCs to businesses than 
all other competitors except IBM, 
and it’s obvious Compaq will be 
around awhile. 

Unlike many of the PC-clone 
manufacturers that concentrate on 
lower-priced copies of IBM ma¬ 
chines — Tandy and Zenith, for ex¬ 
ample — Compaq strives to em¬ 
phasize quality, reliability and 
extra benefits. Every time IBM 
comes out with a PC model, Com¬ 
paq seems to jump in with a more 
attractive model that runs the 


al-month period of my continuous 
use, the tape unit’s reliability dete¬ 
riorated. 

For a vital component and a key 
selling feature, the tape unit was a 
disappointment. It did not get bad 
enough to warrant an expensive 
service call, but did not work well 
enough to provide satisfaction. 

The bottom line: It would not be 
fair to eliminate the otherwise ex¬ 
cellent Compaq Deskpro 286 from 
consideration just because of my 
poor experience with the internal 
tape unit. 

But I’m now more apt to recom¬ 
mend standalone tape-backup units 
available from specialized manu¬ 
facturers, and suggest to my cli¬ 
ents other Compaq models that do 
not include the internal tape. 
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